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In the USA, the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) Report revealed that 85% of all 13 year-olds could correctly complete a multiple choice check on comprehension, but only 15% could write an acceptable sentence summarizing the paragraph read. Learners were not able to reconstruct the structure and meaning of ideas expressed by others, which reflected the lowest level of thinking, it lacked critical analysis.
Teaching students to think while reading is called "critical reading". It is defined as "learning to evaluate, draw inferences and arrive at conclusions based on evidence" (Carr 1988).
The following principles of critical reading can be pointed out:
1) a reader is actively and constructively engaged in the process of reading;
2) a reader must have an ability to draw upon background experience;
3) a reader must engage in and ongoing negotiation to arrive at meaning;
4) a reader must consider him/herself as active maker of meaning.
Needless to say that the basis for critical reading is critical thinking. But what is critical thinking? Its definition has changed somewhat over the past decade. The following are some attempts to define critical thinking:
"... the ability to analyze facts, generate and organize ideas, defend opinions, make comparisons, draw inferences, evaluate arguments and solve problems (Chance 1986)";
"... a way of reasoning that demands adequate support for one's beliefs and an unwillingness to be persuaded unless support is forthcoming" (Tama 1989);
"... involving analytical thinking for the purpose of evaluating what is read" (Hickey 1990);
"... a conscious and deliberate process which is used to interpret or evaluate information and experiences with a set of reflective attitudes and abilities that guide thoughtful beliefs and actions" (Mertes 1991);
"... active, systematic process of understanding and evaluating arguments. An argument provides an assertion about the properties of some object or the relationship between two or more objects and evidence to support or refute the assertion.
Critical thinkers acknowledge that there is no single correct way to understand and evaluate arguments and that all attempts are not necessarily successful" (Mayer 1990);
"... the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, synthesizing and evaluating information gathered from, or generated by observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as aguide to belief and action" (Scriven & Paul 1992);
"... reasonable reflective thinking focused on deciding what to believe or do" (Ennis 1992).
Each of the separate groups has made significant contributions to our understanding of critical thinking. Contributors from the area of cognitive psychology (such as Chance & Mayer) delineate the set of operations and procedures involved in critical thinking. They work to establish the differences between critical thinking and other important aspects of thinking such as creative thinking.
Authors from the field of philosophy (such as Paul) remind us that critical thinking is a process of thinking to a standard. Simply being involved in the process of critical thinking is not enough; it must be done well and should guide the establishment of our beliefs and impact our behaviour or action.
?ontributors from the area of behavioral psychology help to establish the operational definitions associated with critical thinking. They work to define the subtasks associated with final outcomes and the methodologies teachers can use to share initial behaviours towards the final outcomes. They also demonstrate how educators can establish the proper contingencies to change behaviour.
Content specialists (such as Hickey & Mertes) demonstrate how critical thinking can be taught in different content areas such as reading, literature, social studies, mathematics and science. This is an especially important contribution, because it appears that critical thinking is best developed as students grapple with specific context rather than taught exclusively as a separate set of skills.
There are a number of problems with the definitions of critical thinking that have been formulated. For example, the definition proposed by Paul & Scriven (1992) has the problem common to philosophers of labeling good thinking as critical thinking. This implies that creative thinking is a component of critical thinking rather than a separate, though related, thinking process with its own standards of excellence.
Many of the definitions have the problem of confusing attitudes and dispositions towards thinking with the actual thinking process (i.e. cognition vs. emotion; reasoning vs. feeling).
There are some more possible definitions of critical thinking: ...is putting a deliberate doubt to an idea as to whether this idea is correct, incorrect or should be suspended with a degree of certainty.
But the one which takes in the most important aspects of all definitions given above will probably be:
Critical thinking is the disciplined mental activity of evaluating arguments or propositions and making judgements that can guide to development of beliefs and taking action.
It's important to have a definition of critical thinking so that it can be compared and contrasted to other forms of thinking (i.e. non-critical thinking, creative thinking, brainstorming, etc.).
There is a point of view (Mertes, Scriven, Paul, Ennis) that critical thinking consists of four aspects: affective, connotative, behavioral and cognitive.
We should take into account that critical thinking is the basis for critical reading and both are interconnected and influence each other:
- using critical thinking students activate their critical raeding skills, which help them to understand the text;
- reading critically, thus understanding the text, students become critical thinkers.
Talking about their connection we should also assume the importance of all these four aspects of critical thinking for understanding the text.
Each aspect, as shown on the scheme, is linked with a certain stage of text processing:
a) cognitive - with eliciting information from the text;
b) affective - with emotional perception of the text;
c) connotative - with individual interpretation of the text;
d) behavioral - with reader's personal response to the text.
Understanding the text passes three stages:
1) identification of the message (discrimination, recognition of the subject);
2) assimilation (association, interpretation, insight, digest, comprehension);
3) accommodation (compression, reorganization, filtering).
In sum, to help students understand texts new approach must be used. Better understanding of the text can be reached through critical reading and its four principles: active and constructive engagement in the process of reading; ability to draw upon background experience; engagement of in and ongoing negotiation to arrive at meaning; active meaning making.
In its turn, critical reading is dependant upon critical thinking, four aspects of which: cognitive, affective, connotative and behavioral are linked with three stages of understanding the text, which are: identification, assimilation, accommodation.
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